This study examines the preferred vocabulary learning strategies of Iranian upper-intermediate EFL learners. In order to identify the aforementioned group in terms of language proficiency, a TOEFL test was administered to a population of 146 undergraduate EFL students at the university of Vali-e-Asr in Rafsanjan, Iran. Those scoring above 480 were arbitrarily labeled as upper-intermediate. Subsequently a questionnaire known as VOLSI (Vocabulary Learning Strategies Inventory) was given to the same subjects to come up with their preferred vocabulary learning strategies. Finally, a stepwise multiple regression analysis revealed that 11.4% of the variance in the learners' L2 proficiency can be accounted for by three strategy categories involving self-motivation, word organization, and authentic language use .In addition, an independent-samples t-test indicated no significant difference between learners' gender and their VLS choice.
Introduction
Owing to the challenging demands of a highly competitive world, many foreign/second language learners are in desperate search for time-efficient strategies to cope with the never-ending lexical predicaments inter alia, inherent in any language.
At any rate, resourceful learners often try and develop short cuts for effective vocabulary learning in the face of existing time constraints. Vocabulary Learning Strategies (VLS) research attempts to explore and introduce such coveted short cuts and to this end, draws on the initiatives taken by successful learners in order to provide a useful roadmap for those in need. The increasing body of research on VLS, particularly in the last two decades as Atay and Ozbulgan (2007) also maintain, wishes to shed more light on learners' strategy repertoire and facilitate second/foreign language vocabulary learning and recall. All in all, research shows that many learners employ learning strategies in vocabulary learning more frequently than in any other language learning activities (O'Malley, Chamot, Stewner-Manzanares, Kupper, & Russp, 1985) .
Studies on VLS have been conducted from various perspectives and in relation to various factors to date. In their seminal article, Oxford and Scarcella (1994) highlighted guessing from context as the most useful strategy by far and advised teachers to teach vocabulary through as many fully contextualized activities as possible. Lawson and Hogben (1996) also emphasized the role of context in vocabulary acquisition, making a distinction between the use of context for generation of meaning of a new word and for acquisition of the meaning for subsequent recall. The role of vocabulary learning from context has also been pinpointed by Nassaji (2003) , who concluded that success was related to the quality rather than quantity of the strategies used.
The use of mnemonic techniques has also been one of the most popular topics with regard to VLS, centering mainly on the efficacy of the keyword method (Atkinson, 1975; Gu, 2003; Rodriguez, 1999; Sagarra & Alba, 2006; Shapiro & Waters, 2005; Thompson, 1987) .
On the other hand, one of the fastest growing areas with respect to VLS has been the studies on Computer Assisted Vocabulary Learning (CAVL) which indicates that learners can successfully learn words using specialized programs available on CD-ROMs, the Internet, and popular computer games. One major advantage of CAVL is that learners can control and direct their own learning (Pavičić, 2008) . Among the existing works, Segler, Pain and Sorace's (2002) paper on the role of VLS in ICALL environments is worthy of attention.
VLS Taxonomy and Psychometric Tools
Researchers in the area of second/foreign language teaching have classified vocabulary learning strategies differently, the most prominent of which are the ones developed by Gu and Johnson (1996) , Schmitt (1997) , Hatch and Brown (2000) , and Nation (2001) . Classification of VLS as Nyikos and Fan (2007) pointed out, has achieved only mild consensus to date. Ahmed (1989 , cited in Nyikos & Fan, 2007 grouped the 38 strategies his Sudanese learners used into five macro strategies of memorization, practice, dictionary use, note-taking, and groupwork. Gu and Johnson (1996) developed a 91-item VLS questionnaire dividing it into sections including metacognitive regulation, guessing strategies, dictionary strategies, memory strategies ( rehearsal and encoding), and finally activation strategies. Their study underscored the fact that learners use a combination of strategies rather than single individual ones in learning vocabulary. Using cluster analysis, they classified learners by their strategy profiles and learning outcomes.
Drawing on the more general Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (SILL) designed by Oxford (1990) , Schmitt (1997) developed a 58-item questionnaire including the previous four categories (social, cognitive, metacognitive, and memory strategies), complemented by a new category entitled 'determination' strategies under his overarching distinction between discovery strategies (strategies for learning what an unknown word means) and consolidation strategies (strategies for both learning word meaning and integrating it into the vocabulary). However, Hatch and Brown (2000) divided VLS into five integral steps, namely:
(1) Encountering new words;
(2) creating a mental picture; (3) learning the words meaning; (4) creating a strong linkage between word form and meaning in the memory; and (5) using words Nation (2001) offers his own taxonomy categorizing the types of strategies under three umbrella phases of: 1) Planning 2) Sources and 3) Processes.
One of the most in-depth studies of VLS, however, belongs to Stoffer (1995) who designed a questionnaire (VOLSI) consisting of 53 likert-type individual strategies, and then had them factor analyzed into the following nine categories:
(1) strategies involving authentic language use (2) strategies involving creative activities (3) strategies used for self motivation (4) strategies used to create mental linkages (5) memories strategies (6) visual/auditory strategies (7) strategies involving physical action (8) strategies used to overcome anxiety and (9) strategies used to organize words This measurement scale (VOLSI) gives information about the behavior of foreign language learners. It is possible to find out how frequently students use VLS and what kind of strategies they use. The evidence of construct -related, content -related and criterion-related validity was provided respectively using factor analysis, consultation with experts and correlating with Oxford's SILL. Furthermore, a correlation study using Cronbach alpha was used to obtain the reliability of the VOLSI (r xx = .86). The most frequent strategy used in Stoffer's study was item 5 (link to L1 words similar in spelling) and overall, the fourth group of strategies (strategies for creating mental linkages). It was also found that learners who had previously received some kind of VLS instructions used these strategies more frequently than those with no instructions whatsoever. The age of the language learners appeared to be significant on seven of the nine factors. Gender differences, however failed to be significant only by a small margin.
The majority of studies in question imply that learners possess some sort of VLS inventory, though they do not make a systematic use of it and therefore are in need of instruction. For example, learners know surprisingly little about the use of mnemonics that can help them to integrate new material in the existing cognitive units (Thompson, 1987) .
VLS in Relation to Other Factors
The use of VLS in association with field sensitivity was investigated by Chiang (2004) who also observed that older students were inclined to employ more strategies in vocabulary learning. The Taiwanese students in his research who pursued English major reported being more positive towards the use of almost all VLS than their non-English peers. Yu (2000) also examined the use of VLS from sociocultural perspectives through a comparative study of Japanese, Korean and Taiwanese EFL learners. The study showed that mediating agents, especially teachers' attitude and teaching methods have a great influence on learners' beliefs and strategy use.
1.3.VLS and Gender
Choice of VLS and gender differences has also been at the core of some researches. Experimental evidence in Nyikos (1987) indicated that men outperformed women significantly with regard to visual and color association strategy for vocabulary learning. However, a close analysis of data in Catalan's study (2003) indicated females' greater use of formal rule strategies, input elicitation strategies, rehearsal strategies and planning strategies, and males' greater use of image vocabulary learning strategies. In addition, the females' total strategy usage percentages were higher than the males', which points to either different perceptions of vocabulary learning behaviors or different patterns of vocabulary strategy usage for males and females.
Objectives of the Study and Research Questions
Considering all the above-mentioned studies and their implications and significance, this study attempts to unravel which vocabulary learning strategies are used by Iranian EFL learners at the upper-intermediate level. Also this study tries to investigate if there is any relationship between gender and language learners' use of vocabulary strategies in vocabulary learning.
In brief, drawing on the nine categories (factor structures) of VLS introduced by Stoffer (1995) -discussed earlier-this paper seeks to explore the following research questions: 1) Which category (or categories) of Stoffer's VLS are used by upper-intermediate learners?
2) Is there a significant relationship between the Iranian upper-intermediate EFL learners' gender and their use of (Stoffer's) VLS?
Method

Subjects
The sample pool consisted of 146 undergraduate students all majoring in English language at Vali-e-Asr University of Rafsanjan, Iran. The students were intact groups ranging from the first to seventh semester (113 female and 33 male). Following the administration of a TOEFL (paper-based) test, participants scoring above 480 were classified as upper-intermediate. In effect, the participants' L2 proficiency was operationally defined as their score in the TOEFL test.
Instruments
Addressing the preceding research questions, a Vocabulary Learning Strategies Questionnaire (VOLSI) which had been previously administered and validated (Stoffer, 1995) was utilized in this study as a tool to elicit the vocabulary learning strategies used by Iranian language learners. VOLSI is a 53-item likert scale from 1(never) to 5(always). Also a TOEFL test was used at the outset of the study in order to measure the participants' language proficiency.
Procedure
In this study, respondents were asked to indicate how frequently they used the strategies in the questionnaire for vocabulary learning. Since all the participants were English majors, VOLSI was not translated into the learners' mother tongue (i.e., Farsi). Meanwhile, in order to exercise caution, some problematic words that might have presumably blocked comprehension (e.g. collage) were further defined before distributing the inventory. Filling the questionnaire on average took about 15 to 20 minutes.
In summary, to recognize the respondents' L2 proficiency level, a paper-based TOEFL test was given to them a few days following the distribution of VOLSI. The major reason for the TOEFL test was to distinguish the more proficient learners later titled as upper-intermediate (those scoring above 480). Secondly, a panel of instructors at Vali-e-Asr University was also consulted to judge on the subjects' proficiency level who interestingly corroborated the L2 proficiency level of this group categorized as upper-intermediate.
Data Analysis and Results
Table 1 below illustrates the overall 146 participants' mean scores on the TOEFL test as well as the nine strategy types most frequently used by them in vocabulary learning.
In order to find out more about the strategies espoused by more proficient students, a stepwise multiple regression analysis was conducted yielding the following coefficients.
As can be seen from the above tables, a stepwise multiple regression analysis was used in order to identify the vocabulary learning strategies that are the best predictors of L2 proficiency. Table 2 indicates that St 2 (items ranked in factor 2) have obtained the highest mean score of all. Table 3 displays three categories of strategies (out of nine) that are significant predictors of the participants' total TOEFL score (see appendix A. for factor loadings of the three most popular strategy types among more proficient students), with factor 2 ranking first in the model (3.3% of the variance). The second most effective predictor turned out to be factor 3 (4.1% of the variance) and eventually factor 1 as the third predictor (4.0% of the variance).
Therefore, it can be concluded that 11.4% of the variance in L2 proficiency can be accounted for by the above-mentioned three strategy categories. Automatically, 6 out of 9 categories (or factors) did not significantly predict the subjects' overall L2 proficiency. The alpha level used for all tests of significance was .05 in this study.
Addressing the second research question, an independent samples t-test (see appendix B. for the table of results) was used to test the influence of gender on the learners' use of VLS. The results suggested that none of the strategy categories can be significantly (p<.05) related to the gender of the learners (H₀ was not rejected). Therefore the two groups turn out to be equal in terms of VLS use.
Conclusion
The current paper provides a new dimension to an earlier study by Stoffer (1995) who investigated the underlying factor structures of Vocabulary Learning Strategies Inventory. She demonstrated through principal components factor analysis procedure that the 53 items of the VOLSI were clustered around nine dimensions related to the area of vocabulary learning. As an extension to this study, the researchers in this attempted to explore potential associations of the nine VLS factor structures with the strategies used by more proficient learners. In so doing, a TOEFL test was administered to 146 English majors to discriminate between higher level and lower level learners in terms of language proficiency. In a few days' time, a questionnaire (VOLSI) was given to all subjects to discover their vocabulary learning strategic priorities. Finally, a stepwise multiple regression analysis conducted to the scales revealed that only three out of nine factors panned out to be significant predictors of L2 proficiency. In effect, more proficient learners tended to make greater use of the above sets (see Table 2 .) either through instruction or personal experience.
The strategy types identified with VLS choice of higher level learners could act as an eye-opener in terms of strategies of success for lower proficiency learners and those who seek out effective techniques likely to culminate in better retention of L2 vocabulary.
Language teachers ought to be on the lookout to permanently tap into learners' language awareness through strategy training or SBI (Strategy-Based Instruction) considering the fact that research provides support for learners to be successful. 
